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CHAPTER 11

University on the Square: Documenting
Egypt’s 21st-Century Revolution Project
Stephen Urgola

In February 2011, very few people could profess to know with certainty
the path that Egypt’s “January 25 Revolution” would ultimately take.
As with so many others, this was true for members of the University on
the Square: Documenting Egypt’s 21st-Century Revolution, a project
launched at the American University in Cairo (AUC) to preserve a record of the 18 days of protests at Tahrir Square and their aftermath. In
the approximately seven years since the project began, its staff needed
to adapt to unstable political and technological times, adjusting to new
means of documentation and taking into account the shifting political
situation of the country.
The project was launched by a group of faculty, staff, and administrators at AUC, coming from a variety of backgrounds such as journalism,
political science, library and archives work, and information technology. Besides the professional interests these individuals shared toward
the end of documenting developments in Egyptian society, there were
other good reasons for the project to come out of AUC. The university’s downtown campus buildings on Tahrir Square stood as backdrop
to the initial 18 days of protests. More important, many AUC faculty,
students, staff, and alumni had participated in the demonstrations and
related events. This was opportune for the University on the Square
project, which took as its original goal to document the protests through
the experiences of the AUC community.
In parallel with the inspiration to document Egypt’s changing political scene, project members at the outset were motivated by a concern
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about the disposition of the evidence and records left behind. They (like
others) asked: What would happen with the photos and videos taken
on mobile phones, the banners displayed at Tahrir Square, the internet
websites, the tear gas canisters picked up as souvenirs? Would this all be
preserved for future generations?
AUC had a track record in preserving documentation of the past. Its
Rare Books and Special Collections Library, which was to be the repository for the materials collected by University on the Square, is known
for the archives of leading figures in Egyptian arts and culture, from architect Hassan Fathy to photographer Van-Leo and artist Salah Taher.
Social and political change, especially related to women’s roles in Egypt,
are documented at the library by collections like that of Hoda Shaarawi.
But until 2011, conveying the direct experiences of people who might
be called “ordinary Egyptians” had not been a leading concern (nor had
it been at many archival institutions). A researcher seeking evidence of
citizens’ observations about the 1952 Egyptian Revolution in the library’s collections would likely have a challenging time. Nor had the
library had to deal with the challenge of collecting sheer numbers of
items on the scale the January 25 Revolution produced.
As filmmaker Karim El Hakim put it, “I think it (Egypt) was the
most photographed revolution in the history of man. You’d have ten
people protesting and another fifteen people filming them with their
phones” (Halliburton 2012). Beyond depicting the scene at Tahrir
Square, El Hakim’s statement encapsulated the uncharted waters of the
documentary process faced by University on the Square staff, in terms
of preserving the record of the revolution produced by ordinary people,
in mode and quantity. These were uncertain times, both politically and
for documentarians.
And “uncertain” reflected the fate for the material that participants
in the demonstrations generated, if it was not specifically targeted and
collected by the project. The handwritten signs that so many protesters
produced to signal their views drew international attention, in part for
their very personal nature in their messages and means of creation. But
this kind of material was also so very ephemeral, as such items were
generally intended to have no more than a brief lifespan. Project staff,
however, realized the value of this kind of ‘people’s documentation.’ But
acquiring it meant nearly immediate intervention, in the time between
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a sign dropping out of a protester’s hand to the ground, and being swept
up by the trash collectors.
The protests at Tahrir left behind a great deal of historically significant debris that would have disappeared without the efforts of
project members. Collecting began early: days after the celebrations of
President Mubarak’s departure, a project intern gathered up armfuls of
banners set up by demonstrators. Some of these signs expressed the
general hopes for the revolution, and others reflected the concerns of
political parties or interest groups. The continuing demonstrations at
Tahrir Square throughout 2011 and 2012—against military rule, about
the shape of Egypt’s new constitution, and for other reasons—meant
continued collecting of what was left behind, often late at night or in
the early mornings when the crowds had thinned.
Electoral campaign posters were carried at gatherings as well as
pasted on most available wall surfaces in Cairo leading up to the parliamentary and presidential elections in 2011, 2012, and 2013, representing another collecting target for the project. The demonstrations
from late 2012 through summer 2013 around Cairo mounted by opponents and supporters of President Muhammad Morsi featured signs
and posters reflecting how polarized the country had become.
While the role of internet social media was emphasized in reporting
about the revolution, it was sometimes lost in international news reports
how much was communicated by traditional channels. Leaflets issued
by various parties and interest groups, with a wide variety of messages,
were common at the demonstrations in 2011 and 2012, and University
on the Square collected a few hundred of these items. Printed newspapers still played a large role in the media landscape in Egypt, so University on the Square staff collected newspapers printed at notable times:
protest days, trials of President Mubarak and his sons, at elections, after
violent episodes. Filling over forty oversized boxes, these included state
and private newspapers, but also journals spanning the range of opinion, including the Freedom and Justice party’s newspaper (the latter, and
others, have since ceased operations). These materials reveal the shifts
in the media coverage and portrayals of Egypt’s revolutionary changes.
Beyond signs, banners, and printed media, the project also collected
other physical manifestations of the revolution. Donors contributed
items related to the protests at Tahrir Square, like tear gas canisters
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picked up from the ground. Artifacts were also found on the AUC campus, for example a pair of boots belonging to a riot policeman, or hundreds of tear gas canisters and Molotov cocktail devices that had fallen
onto the AUC campus during the fighting on Muhammad Mahmud
Street in 2012. Souvenirs like flags, hats, wristbands, and stickers (many
depicting a license plate reading “Egypt, January 25”) were purchased
by the project staff from stands at Tahrir Square, Mohandiseen, and
elsewhere from early 2011 through 2014.
The souvenirs paint a picture of how politics in Egypt changed during this period. In the first year after January 25, 2011 common items
were stickers with satirical cartoons about President Mubarak and his
associates, but even more small laminated cards hung from ribbon with
images of the martyrs, those young people who lost their lives in the
Tahrir protests. Items evoking the ongoing violent clashes between
protesters and state authorities, such as goggles and face masks to protect against tear gas, and Guy Fawkes masks often hand-painted in the
Egyptian national colors, were acquired at Tahrir Square in 2012. Presidential candidate and then winner Muhammad Morsi became the face
of the posters, t-shirts, cards, and other items, until replaced by General
(later President) Abd al-Fatah al-Sisi in 2013 and beyond. In the later
part of that year and into 2014, yellow stickers featuring the icon of a
hand, associated with the dispersal of the Rabaa Square protests, were
also acquired for the project.
University on the Square staff addressed the digital evidence of the
revolution as well. Despite the ubiquity of digital media, project staff
realized that it might be as ephemeral as paper and cardboard signs.
Would the many digital photographs and videos taken by participants
survive the transfer from mobile telephones or storage on laptop computers or external hard drives? Probably not for long without early acquisition; prospects were dim for a future archivist to benefit from the
digital equivalent of finding a stash of letters in a trunk in the basement
or box in the attic. For these reasons the project acted quickly on this
front, with AUC computing staff developing web modules to allow individuals to upload their digital images and files.
Response to this crowdsourcing method of acquiring photographs
and videos was positive, with dozens of donors contributing digital
photographs and videos through the University on the Square website.
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Assembling documentation in this way, by making a call for wide community participation, took its inspiration from other similar projects in
the archives community, especially the Virginia Tech 4-16-07 Archives
project that collected and made accessible material related to the mass
shooting deaths at that university several years before the 2011 revolution in Egypt. For the Rare Books and Special Collections library, it
represented the first time archival material had been acquired in this way.
This methodology underwent change over the life of the project,
however. As the 18 days receded and the celebratory mood surrounding
the revolution dampened, online submissions dried up. Instead, personal
contacts with amateur photographers, or requests for images of people
interviewed for oral histories, became the main source. Project staff took
photographs themselves, and student staff and volunteers were given
photographic assignments, such as capturing images of the extensive
street art and graffiti with revolution themes.
The method of providing access to the images represented another new direction, an aspect of the project led by archivists in the Rare
Books and Special Collections Library, which had just recently begun
making digital resources available online. After trying different platforms, the library made the collected project images available in an online digital library based on the leading remotely-hosted service used in
the field of libraries and archives.
The digital aspect of Egypt’s 2011 revolution was, of course, highly
significant and well known from the outset, given the role of social media websites like the “We are all Khaled Said” Facebook page for mobilizing protesters. Documenting the online activity that paralleled the
physical protests was critical to preserving a historical record of what
was dubbed in the international media the “Facebook Revolution.”
Efforts in this direction began even before University on the Square
was launched, with websites related to the protests at Tahrir Square being archived by AUC’s Rare Books Library, which had since 2009 used
ArchiveIt, a subscription service of the Internet Archive, to preserve
websites on a variety of Egypt-oriented topics. A library staff member
was in the United States when internet service was cut in Egypt in
January 2011, and she used her login to ArchiveIt to begin to capture
relevant websites. Since early 2011 the project has archived over five
hundred URLs, with links to unique web documents numbering in the
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millions. These include online news outlets that covered the initial 18
days and events through the present day, blogs and Twitter feeds by
activists and others, and the websites of rights organizations, electoral
candidates, and activist groups.
A key component of the University on the Square project was the
recording of oral history interviews with participants in and observers
of the demonstrations, starting with individuals drawn from the AUC
community, including students, alumni, staff, faculty, and administrators. The first interviewees were AUC security guards on duty in January 2011, who described the campus being breached by protesters and
police. Many AUC community members told their stories of participating in the protests at Tahrir Square, ranging from serious activists, to
those curious to observe the scene, to others for whom it was their first
foray into political activity. AUC alumni in a variety of fields offered
accounts of their involvement as professionals in journalism, politics,
and other fields.
Early in the project it became clear that the oral history initiative
would be marked by constant change, in parallel with the changes in
Egypt’s political scene from 2011 to the present. As early as the first
month of the project, team members realized that the scope of efforts
would have to expand beyond the AUC community to embrace others
(often recommended by AUC community members) who had important testimonies to contribute. Thus oral histories were conducted with
individuals such as activists who camped in Tahrir Square, faculty and
students from Egyptian national universities, football ultras, and even
the barber who witnessed events from his shop near the AUC campus.
Members of some subcommunities were also represented, like Sudanese
refugees who spoke about their experiences while living in Cairo during
the revolutionary period. With the reach of interviews growing, there
was increasing diversity among those interviewed in terms of the nature
of their participation, profession, class, gender, religion, and language.
Interviews were conducted in English or Arabic, according to the preference of the interviewee, now about 50 percent in each language.
As developments in political life unfolded in 2011, 2012, and 2013, it
became necessary for the oral history team to repeatedly adjust the time
frame to be documented. As months of continued protests, elections, and
other political developments it grew clear that ‘revolution’ had to be re-
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defined, and the period of time to be covered had to be extended beyond
the initial 18 days. This had practical implications, as project staff had
to repeatedly revise the question scripts to reflect contemporary events.
The tone of the interviews also evolved over time, serving as a barometer for the country’s political climate. As events played out, the
challenge of soliciting interviews mounted, because increasing numbers
of potential interviewees became reluctant to be recorded (due to fear
of repercussions, depression, or change in their opinion about the revolution); other potential interviewees left Egypt, or died. Thus achieving what could be considered a representative cross-section of opinion has been something of a challenge, in quantitative terms, given the
self-selective nature of the interviewees—few supporters of President
Mubarak signed up to be interviewed, for example. A breadth of opinion is reflected in the content of the interviews, however. Despite the
oftentimes uncertain political situation in Egypt, all interviewees completed and signed oral history agreement forms permitting online access
and other usage of their interviews, although the project has made the
identity of interviewees anonymous.
Interviews have continued through the present day, however, through
the efforts of students (on work-study duty or interviewing as a course
assignment), and volunteers who have formed the main corps of oral
history interviewers. These interviewers have identified individuals to be
interviewed, as have scholars pursuing their own research who donated
their completed interviews to the project. Through the end of 2017,
University on the Square has built an oral history archive of over 400
interviews, which will ultimately be made available online (audio files,
transcripts, and summaries) in the Rare Books Library’s digital library.
It seems appropriate that the effort to document changing times in
Egypt, the January 25, 2011 revolution and the several years after, take
place in an environment of changing documentation methods. These
included strategies like collaboration among colleagues from various
backgrounds and the use of crowdsourcing to solicit donated material,
as well as embracing a variety of media formats and platforms (paper
and digital, image and audio) reflecting the events to be recorded. In
an unsettled political scene, where even the limits of the events to be
documented were uncertain, University on the Square staff had to constantly revisit the way the project was approached and the way material
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was to be collected and ultimately made available for research. In an era
where so many more individuals are able to produce documentation of
an event like Egypt’s Revolution, whether it be by making a sign, or
taking a digital photograph, or lending their voice to an oral history,
the project may serve as a model for the new directions in documenting
history in changing times.
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